
Introduction
The Stein Era

They accuse me of this and that but they have never accused me of being 
a Jew. At least I’m not typical.
Gertrude Stein1

Despite the notable if negative consideration by many of her contem-
poraries, Gertrude Stein is just beginning to be seen among the writers 
“centrally expressing ‘modernism,’” though not by recent scholars of Jew-
ish modernism (Eshel and Presner 610). Long championed as an icon of 
American expatriates and salonnières in Paris and touted by Hemingway 
for dubbing his the “lost generation,” Stein’s writings are studied as ex-
amples of realism, naturalism, abstraction, literary cubism, and lesbian 
erotica. And in light of her training in psychology, philosophy, and medi-
cine, her radically experimental styles have brought many to consider her 
an early philosopher of language. Stein as a Jewish writer has been more 
elusive and considered “not typical,” even though, as I argue in this book, 
Stein’s Jewishness underwrites our very understanding of modernism.2

 In recent years, a wave of critical, theoretical, and biographical study 
has helped push Stein’s writing to the forefront of contemporary avant-
garde art, music, theater, and dance, although T. S. Eliot might be grati-
fied to hear that the New York City Opera Company’s production of The 
Mother of Us All (2000) was no Cats.3 Stein’s work remains a tough sell 
for readers and audiences in the twenty-first century. Today, her work still 
shocks, frustrates, and puzzles even as it intrigues, inspires, and pleases, 
whether the comparatively conventional prose of The Autobiography of 
Alice B. Toklas, whose run-on sentences, seemingly idiosyncratic chronol-
ogy, and lack of standard punctuation still beguile the uninitiated, or the 
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lengthier repetitions that turn single sentences into entire paragraphs in 
her epic anti-novel The Making of Americans: Being a History of a Family’s 
Progress (completed 1911, published 1925). Readers of modernist literature 
who shy away from Stein’s writing due to its repetition and abstraction 
miss the very qualities that are, I argue, what Stein considered to be the 
Jewish characteristics of her writing.
 Gertrude Stein and the Making of Jewish Modernism bridges the fields 
of modernist studies and Jewish studies to assert the importance of avant-
garde texts in the study of Jewish literary history and the importance of 
Gertrude Stein’s specifically Jewish approaches to experimentation for the 
study of Anglo-American English literary history. In this book, I present 
Gertrude Stein as a major American Jewish writer and a Jewish voice of 
the avant-garde. I aim to provoke a reconsideration of the texts and con-
texts for modernism and Jewish literature in a study of Stein’s changing 
articulations of Jewish nature. In contrast to many scholars who claim 
that Stein’s embrace of textual abstraction forms a radical break from his-
tory and tradition, I argue that Stein’s understanding of Jewish nature as 
a conventional, historically unchanging, and ethical force acted in tension 
with and as a seed for her constantly shifting formal experiments.
 This book resituates Stein’s methods of experimentation amidst the lit-
erary, scientific, and political debates over the place of the Jew in moder-
nity. Central to Stein’s thinking about Jews was British poet and cultural 
theorist Matthew Arnold (1822–1888), though his significance for Stein 
has never before been acknowledged by critics or biographers. Arnold’s 
famed volume Culture and Anarchy (1869) identified a Judaized force he 
called “Hebraism” as one of two poles of influence—the other being “Hel-
lenism”—moving civilization forward.
 Stein was attuned to the struggle in European culture between Jew 
and non-Jew as depicted in the moralistic classifications of racialist sci-
entism—something Arnold was clearly referencing. Stein did not join 
Social Darwinists, such as Francis Galton, Herbert Spencer, or Cesare 
Lombroso, who considered Jews to be an eternally alien race that was 
dangerously cosmopolitan and criminally intelligent—part Shylock, part 
Fagin, and part Svengali. Although she considered Jews from a racial per-
spective, and subscribed to some racial stereotypes, she did not categorize 
Jewish alterity and genius as immoral.
 Instead, Stein’s oeuvre celebrates Jewish nature. Influenced by Arnold’s 
Hebraism and, to a lesser extent, Felix Adler’s Ethical Culture, Stein 
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considered the Jewish race and its “high average of brain-power” to be 
inherently intelligent and ethical (TMJ 424). Captivated, too, by the ap-
parent plasticity of Jewish identity as a racial and ideological category in 
Arnold’s salutary vision of civilization, Stein seized upon these and other 
“scientific” ideas about Jews as the key to articulating theories of identity 
and aesthetics in modern writing. She redeems criticisms of Jewish nature 
by positing them as the means to explain the iconoclastic nature of mod-
ernist writing. Jewish nature was, in her view, an integral if unassimilable 
component of modern art and modern nations.
 Scholars generally view Stein as a nonpracticing Jew whose writing was 
imperceptibly Jewish at most. Those scholars of modernism and Jewish 
Studies who do consider Stein to have been Jewish have little documented 
sense of what that meant, even if, like journalist Janet Malcolm, they may 
fantasize about finding “a cache of letters between Stein and a rabbi” (192). 
From extensive archival research in Stein’s papers, however, it becomes 
clear that the particularities of the Jew’s experience of modernity and the 
weight of Jewish history were of enormous significance to Stein through-
out her career as a writer. We see this in her early 1903 compositions and 
through the writing of The Making of Americans, completed in 1911. It 
continues in her “voices” writing of the 1910s and 1920s and through her 
final compositions written in Vichy and then occupied France.
 In this book, I break new ground by showing that Stein’s conception 
of Jewish nature relies on the work of Matthew Arnold, a heretofore un-
recognized influence that unifies Stein’s scientific study of psychology and 
character with her aesthetic interests. Beginning with her first fictions, 
Stein begins to articulate the role of the Jew in modern fiction as directly 
shaping the aesthetic concerns of modern literature. Stein makes clear that 
in this pairing of Jewish identity and culture she was indebted to Matthew 
Arnold. Many critics have claimed that Stein’s formal experimentation 
derives from her scientific interests and work with psychologist William 
James or from literary or artistic forbears or contemporaries Henry James, 
George Eliot, Flaubert, Cézanne, Picasso, and Matisse. Others accept 
Stein’s own mythologizing claim that her modernism was born from a 
tabula rasa and that she had no influences.4

 Stein was not unique among modernist writers to have been schooled 
on the Victorian poet and critic Matthew Arnold. Her conception of 
Jewish character combined fin-de-siècle scientific racialism with Arnold’s 
more platonic idea of Hebraism. Arnold supposed that Hebraism stood 
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for the practical materialism of bourgeois capitalism, which he worried 
was dampening more free-spirited and “Hellenic” advances in civilization 
and culture. Stein reappropriates Arnoldian ideals of culture by looking 
at them through a Jewish lens. In early writings and drafts of The Mak-
ing of Americans, for example, Stein casts the debates between the parents 
and children of a Jewish middle-class family as the opposed forces of Ar-
noldian Hebraism and Hellenism. Out of this struggle, Stein conceives 
the “Brother Singular,” a class-conscious, yet rebellious American literary 
voice of modernity, which becomes the crux of her later and epic revisions 
of The Making of Americans.
 My study of Arnold’s influence on Stein unites the research on Stein’s 
science with analyses by critics who include the novel in studies of turn-
of-the-century Jewish narratives of race, sentiment, immigration, and as-
similation.5 Several critical studies of Stein’s work have helpfully estab-
lished her contributions to fin-de-siècle philosophy, phenomenology, and 
psychology.6 In Irresistible Dictation: Gertrude Stein and the Correlations of 
Writing and Science, Steven Meyer states that after leaving neuroscience 
research, Stein “reconfigured science as writing and performed scientific 
experiments in writing” (xxi).7 Alongside Meyer, studies of Stein’s medi-
cal school research by Jaime Hovey, on pathological notions of lesbian 
sexuality, and Maria Farland, on debates over sexual dimorphism, make 
clear the intellectual, personal, and aesthetic import of fin-de-siècle sci-
ence to Stein’s early writings. It is clear that neither a sapphic primitivism 
nor a repudiation of sexual dimorphism drives Stein’s early fiction. The 
archival evidence of Stein’s notebooks demonstrates that what is queer in 
The Making of Americans and its forebears is Stein’s invention of a Jewish 
modernism.
 There are direct critical fore-mothers who inspired this work. Maria 
Damon launched the study of Stein’s Jewish identity, looking initially at 
Stein’s use of a “metaphoricity of Jewishness” and, more recently, at the 
author’s interest in race science (“Gertrude Stein’s Doggerel ‘Yiddish’: 
Women, Dogs, and Jews” 234). Barbara Will’s Gertrude Stein, Modernism, 
and the Problem of “Genius” discusses the Jewish presence in Stein’s writ-
ing. Mary Dearborn and Priscilla Wald have analyzed Stein’s work in the 
context of Jewish-American immigration narratives.
 Likewise foundational has been the vibrant critical conversation on 
images of Jews in British and Irish modernist literature by Andrea Freud 
Loewenstein, Bryan Cheyette, and Joyce scholars Neil Davison, Ira Nadel, 
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and Marilyn Reizbaum. Two more-recent studies, Maren Linett on “imag-
ined Jewishness” (10) and Lara Trubowitz on the “‘rhetoricized’ Jew” (38), 
provide crucial critical frameworks for my reading of Stein. In Modern-
ism, Feminism, and Jewishness, Linett reads often-contradictory and often-
antisemitic images of “the Jew” in the work of Britain’s female modernists 
to illuminate their feminism, modernism, and other political or cultural 
ideals. Linett argues that many British feminist writers identified with 
Jews as outsiders while, in the case of Djuna Barnes, “Jewishness . . . comes 
to represent sameness, a patriarchal oneness and sign of continuity” (175). 
Encompassing these divergent notions, Stein, too, imagined Jews as both 
rebellious “singulars” and as symbols of established tradition and confor-
mity. But Stein imagined Jews, especially in the first half of her writing 
career, using a “powerful but indirect rhetoric about Jewishness,” akin to 
what Trubowitz finds in her analysis of the era’s British parliamentary rhet-
oric concerned with Jewish immigrants, which “ironically, often [did not] 
mentio[n] Jews at all” (26). In Civil Antisemitism, Modernism, and Brit-
ish Culture, 1902–1939, Trubowitz links the political and literary rhetoric 
about Jews to modernist writing in order to outline “the elaborate rhetori-
cal strategies, essentially stylistic and narrative in nature” that politicians 
and writers used “in order simultaneously to express and conceal their 
antisemitism” (19). Stein’s “rhetoricized Jew” was mostly not concealing 
antisemitism, given the forthright philosemitism of so many of her formu-
lations, but her rhetorical strategies in portraying Jewish nature do reveal 
surprising and concatenated literary, political, and scientific engagements.
 Gertrude Stein and the Making of Jewish Modernism seeks to explain how 
Stein’s diverse stylistic and aesthetic responses to racial, economic, and 
cultural ideas about Jews in modernity form a Jewish grammar of modern-
ism. The composition of The Making of Americans—what she called her 
“long book”—and the role that Jewishness played in that composition are 
crucial to understanding Stein’s oeuvre and the origins of modernism.8 
The years spent composing The Making of Americans and the decade to 
follow were precisely the years Stein was “making” her modernism, and 
when modernism itself was beginning to take shape. (Hugh Kenner fa-
mously dubbed this period The Pound Era, and the title of this Introduc-
tion evinces my reorientation.) This book centers on a study of both The 
Making of Americans and the unpublished notebooks written alongside 
it. The novel has been and remains one of the least studied of Stein’s ma-
jor works and often is dismissed as a failure. The novel and its drafting 
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materials are crucial to an understanding of Stein’s thinking about Jews 
as part of a racial, cultural, behavioral, and world-historical people and 
character type. The Jewish type is central to Stein’s narrator’s scientific nar-
ratology, linking Stein’s collegiate and medical school studies to her entrée 
into modern narrative. Three Lives (1909) is part of this making, as are 
Stein’s first fictions from 1903. The repetitious style, typological concerns, 
and interest in Jewish nature in The Making of Americans remain crucial 
features of subsequent writings, from the concentrated word clusters of 
Tender Buttons and the ambiguous conversations of the “voices” poems to 
the more conventional “audience writing” of The Autobiography of Alice 
B. Toklas (1933), Everybody’s Autobiography (1937), Paris France (1940), and 
Wars I Have Seen (1945).9 Building on the association of modernism with 
Arnold’s abstraction of Jewish nature, Stein, in her later work, associates 
modernist repetition and abstraction with Jewish identity in the contexts 
of marriage, nationality, persecution, resistance, and the establishment of 
singularly modern subjectivities, from anybody to everybody.

I

Modernism is considered to be an international literary movement from 
the first half of the twentieth century that was an imagined community of 
creative people who were, in Ezra Pound’s words, “making it new.” Formal 
experimentation is one of the central manifestations of modernist style, 
whether in the free verse of modern poetry or the stream-of-consciousness 
narrative of modern prose. Much of the fabric of modernist writing, how-
ever idiosyncratic, has a recognizable texture marked by strategic uses of 
repetition, juxtaposition, and abstraction that are often pieced together 
into a crazy quilt that plays with grammatical and narrative conventions 
concerning syntax, punctuation, chronology, character, or plot. The result 
is often a sense of what Bruce Robbins describes as “disorientation, defa-
miliarization, making strange” (qtd. in Walkowitz 15).
 From the start, reading modernist literature was so disorienting that ex-
periencing it resembled suffering from a psychological malady. Psychologi-
cal literary effects were the result of writers’ interests in understanding the 
workings of the human mind and its relationship to narrative structure. 
Modernist writers asked: How might a person’s thoughts be conveyed in 
prose? How is literary composition related to thinking? And, in step with 
American philosopher and psychologist William James, they questioned 


